Syncytial knots as a reflection of placental maturity: reference values for 20 to 40 weeks' gestational age.
Syncytiotrophoblastic knots or syncytial knots are aggregates of syncytial nuclei at the surface of terminal villi. In the term placenta, most syncytial knots are thought to be artifacts from tangential sectioning while the minority are syncytial sprouts, bridges, or apoptotic knots. Syncytial knots are consistently present, increasing with increasing gestational age, and can be used to evaluate villous maturity. Increased syncytial knots are associated with conditions of uteroplacental malperfusion and are important in placental examination. Although 30% of terminal villi with syncytial knots at term are often reported, no reference values have been developed for the percentage of villi with syncytial knots at different gestational ages. We counted the percentage of chorionic villi with syncytial knots at different gestational ages from 20 to 40 weeks using cases with no history of malperfusion or clinical conditions known to be associated with malperfusion. We provide normal reference data for the average percentage of syncytial knots for gestational ages ranging from 20 to 40 weeks. There was a significant positive correlation of gestational age with percentage of villi with syncytial knots. Term placentas (37-40 weeks) showed an average of 28% syncytial knots. A drop-off to a mean of 22.5% was noted at 36 weeks; at 26 to 33 weeks, syncytial knots varied from 10.8% to 14.7%; between 20 and 25 weeks, syncytial knots ranged between 5.2% and 9.l%. These reference data can facilitate histologic assessment of normal placental maturation as well as evaluation of placental morphology in placental malperfusion.